I
n medical education, questions are constant. Questions are asked of fellows, residents, and students. Questions are asked at conferences, rounds, and morbidity and mortality meetings. Questions drive medical education. However, not all questions promote learning. Some questions actually hinder learning. Knowing the diff erence, and asking questions that promote learning, are key aspects to being an eff ective teacher. So what kinds of questions promote learning, and what kinds of questions do not? A good place to begin is to understand the diff erence between pimping and Socratic questioning.
PIMPING
Defi nitions of pimping typically include the following:
1. Someone higher on the ladder questions someone lower on the ladder in a way that reinforces the hierarchical order. In other words, intimidation is present. 2. Th e questions have specifi c, factual answers, so there is a right answer and many wrong answers. 3. Th e questions have an evaluative purpose: Who knows the answer? Who doesn't? 4. Failure to give the right answer to the question leaves the learner feeling embarrassed, humiliated, and feeling like a failure (1).
By simply defi ning pimping we have revealed it to be a poor approach to teaching. Intimidation, embarrassment, and humiliation do not foster adult learning (2) . Th erefore, to be a good teacher, we should avoid pimping. Th e better alternative is Socratic questioning.
SOCRATIC QUESTIONING
To defi ne Socratic questioning, refl ect on the diff erence between these two related questions: facts. And with 14 right answers required, there is a very good chance of failure, causing the learner to feel humiliated and embarrassed (3) .
Th e second question, on the other hand, is a Socratic question because it asks the learner to think, thereby promoting critical thinking. With each right answer there can be praise. With each wrong answer there can be follow-up questions that reveal to the learner his or her need for additional self-directed learning. When done carefully, this kind of questioning avoids humiliation.
Socratic questions can take many forms, as the Figure illustrates. The figure also illustrates how Socratic questions promote critical thinking, a must for practicing medicine.
To ask questions that promote learning, here are some pointers: Finally, to be a good teacher, keep the words of Cicero before you: "Often, the authority of the teacher gets in the way of those who wish to learn" (3).
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